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In Memoriam
Isabella Grigoryevna Bashmakova (1921–2005)
I.G. Bashmakova delivers a lecture at the Department of Mathematics of the
Athens Capodistrian University in 1989. Photo by I.M. Vandoulakis.
On July 17, 2005, the Russian historian of mathematics Isabella Grigoryevna Bashmakova passed away in Moscow
at the age of 84. During a holiday in Zvenigorod near Moscow she fell into a coma from which she never recovered.
Her death signals the end of a chapter in Russian historiography of mathematics, depriving it of one of its prominent
figures and acknowledged leaders. During the Soviet period Bashmakova advanced the Russian research tradition in
history of mathematics that had begun with Viktor Viktorovich Bobynin (1849–1919). In the area of Greek mathe-
matics, she was one of the first in Russia to take into account the new light shed on the subject by Western scholarship
during the 1930s, and she established this research field in Russia.
I.G. Bashmakova’s scholarly contributions ranged over many historical periods and cultures: the Greek, the me-
dieval Arabic and Latin, the European Renaissance, and modern times. Her repertoire of historical–mathematical
studies is diverse: number theory in the Euclidean Elements, differential and maximal methods in Archimedes as well
as a profound analysis of his treatise On Floating Bodies, algebra and Diophantine analysis in the works of Diophan-
tus and further in the Arabic and Latin traditions, theory of algebraic number theory in the 19th century, mathematics
in Russia, and many others.
Bashmakova has left a heritage that is truly unique in the history of mathematics: the first consistent interpretation
of the mathematical methods in Diophantus’ Arithmetica. Her innovative approach revived interest in Diophantus
and enhanced our understanding of his exceptionally difficult work. This enabled her to determine that among the
mainsprings of the development of algebra were not only the investigation and solution of determinate algebraic
equations, and especially their solution by radicals, but also the investigation and solution of indeterminate equations.
Focused firmly on the methods of Diophantine analysis, she noticed that the concepts and tools necessary for a more0315-0860/2006 Published by Elsevier Inc.
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elliptic arguments of a curve, etc.) subsequently developed outside algebra, notably in the field of algebraic geometry
and the theory of elliptic functions. Although much effort was made during the 20th century to define the subject
matter and the boundaries of each mathematical discipline, Bashmakova felt no obligation to respect these historically
anachronistic classifications when analyzing the methods of a past period.
Hence, she decided to analyze Diophantus’s methods by means of the language of analytic geometry, supplemented
with a few concepts of algebraic geometry (namely, the concepts of algebraic curve, algebraic manifold, tangent,
singularity, genus of curve, etc.). This enabled her to demonstrate that Diophantus’s Arithmetica is devoted to a
systematic exposition, based on concrete material, of general methods of solution of indeterminate equations, defining
curves of genus 0, that is, curves that admit parameterization in rational functions of one parameter. Another rather
astonishing consequence of her reading of the Arithmetica is that, contrary to our modern semiotic views on language,
Diophantus uses concrete numbers for variables or parameters.
The cornerstone of Bashmakova’s historiographical viewpoint is her thesis on the interaction between mathemat-
ical truths and language: one language may turn out to be more suitable for the expression of mathematical truths,
whereas another language may turn out to be less suitable or even inappropriate. Accordingly, mathematical truths
are not reducible to language, and history of mathematics not to the history of the various specific linguistic media.
The mathematical meanings of the past are usually inherited through “translations” of mathematical languages, or
shifts in the modes of mathematical thinking. Each interpretation of a mathematical theory of the past is associated
with a spectrum of possible historical routes, which vindicates the suggested interpretation. Thus, the language of
literal algebra enabled Viète, and later Pierre Fermat (1601–1655), to decipher the first layer of Diophantus’s general
methods of solutions of equations of the second order, whereas the language of modern algebraic geometry enables
us to reveal a second, deeper layer of Diophantus’s methods. These readings inevitably lead to different historical
perspectives.
Bashmakova was an assistant professor, an associate professor, and, from 1968 onward, a full professor in the De-
partment of History and Methodology of the Faculty of Mathematics and Mechanics of the Moscow M.V. Lomonosov
State University. From the very beginning of her carrier she became famous for her outstanding abilities as a teacher, in
particular her mastery to capture the attention of students by exposing complicated technical matters in an intelligible
and motivating way. During the academic year 1948–1949, she prepared and delivered for the first time a course on
history of mathematics, which she continued to give until the beginning of the 1990s, when problems with her health
disrupted her active professional life. Because this course was a compulsory part of the curriculum, her lectures were
attended by most mathematicians and historians of mathematics graduated by the Faculty of Mathematics. For more
than 50 years Bashmakova served—together with Sof’ya Aleksandrovna Yanovskaya (1896–1966), Adolph Pavlovich
Yushkevich (1906–1993) and Konstantin Alekseevich Rybnikov (1913–2004)—as head of the Department’s Research
Seminar on the History of Mathematics, initiated in 1933 by Yanovskaya and Mark Yakovlevich Vygodsky (1898–
1965). This seminar was the major forum for discussion and exchange of ideas for a whole generation of historians of
mathematics and put an indelible mark upon the development and progress of the field in Russia.
Bashmakova won a high reputation among the Moscow community of mathematicians and historians of mathe-
matics, such as Andrei N. Kolmogorov (1903–1987), Pavel S. Aleksandrov (1896–1982), Aleksei I. Markushevich
(1908–1979), Aleksandr O. Gelfond (1906–1968), A.P. Yushkevich, Boris A. Rozenfeld, and Vasilii P. Zubov (1899–
1963). Bashmakova’s reputation gained her many international contacts. Although she scarcely traveled abroad to
participate in international conferences (among her few visits abroad we should mention two to France in 1966 and
1968 and one to Greece in 1989), she had the opportunity to meet in Moscow such historians of mathematics as Kurt
Vogel (1888–1985), Jean Dieudonné (1906–1992), Evert Marie Bruins (1909–1990), René Taton (1915–2004), Hans
Wussing, and Roshdi Rashed. Her last visit abroad was to Greece in 1989, on the invitation of the Greek Mathematical
Society, where she delivered lectures at the Universities of Athens and Thessaloniki and at the Greek Mathematical
Society. During this visit she had the opportunity to meet the 91-year-old historian of Greek mathematics Evangelos
Stamatis (1898–1990) just one year before his death.
In 1999 Bashmakova was nominated Professor Emeritus of the Moscow M.V. Lomonosov State University, which
she had served for more than half a century. Another international honor came from the Académie Internationale
d’Histoire des Sciences. In 2001 she and the eminent mathematician and historian of mathematics, Christian Houzel,
were awarded the Alexander Koyré Medal for their contributions to the history of number theory. A detailed account
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the communications [Demidov et al. 1981, 1991, 2002], previously published in Historia Mathematica.
The last three years of her life were not painless. Fighting a severe illness, she never ceased to think about crucial
matters in the history of mathematics, read lectures, and advise young students. She spent much time on reading poetry
and listening to music.
It is hard to realize that I.G. Bashmakova, with whom we so often shared a cup of hot tea at her house, is no longer
with us. A large number of young historians of mathematics owe much to her encouragement and kindness. The pithy
style of her comments is now legendary, but her willingness to help up-and-coming young historians of mathematics
is no mere legend but hard fact. We shall never forget her charm and gentleness and the nobility and generosity of
her personality. She will remain in our memory forever as a mild person, dedicated to scholarship, with wide-ranging
interests and aspirations, a student of Russian poetry and a connoisseur of fine arts, especially the ancient ones, who
combined naturally the ancient Armenian traditions with the spirit of Russian culture.
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